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Matti Friedman, a journalist posted in Jerusalem who serves as a correspondent for the 
Associated Press and The Times of Israel1, has written a volume freshly published on the 
Aleppo Codex.  Matti was kind enough to arrange with the publisher for me to take a look 
at an ‘Advanced Reading Copy’.  I’m exceedingly grateful that he did. 
 
Of course I knew of the Aleppo Codex (every biblical scholar has at least heard of it) and 
even obtained a copy of the Hebrew University ‘Crown’ edition a few years back.2  It’s a 
fantastic edition which I regularly consult.  But the story of the Aleppo Codex, no.  Not a 
clue really.  So of course before Matti’s book arrived I did some research in the usual 
academic sources.  Unfortunately, however, those sources, it turns out, had numerous 
inaccuracies.   
 
Worse still the mistakes rampant in the ‘go-to’ source for so many ‘researchers’ and 
students these days: Wikipedia.   If one consults that particular source to learn what the 
Aleppo Codex is and what its story is, the curious bibliophile discovers a parade example 
of all that is wrong with ‘internet assembled philosophies’ (to quote my favorite Vicar)3.  
For instance Wikipedia claims 
 

The Codex remained in Syria for five hundred years. In 1947, rioters enraged 
by the UN decision to establish a Jewish state in Palestine burned down the 
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synagogue where it was kept. The Codex disappeared, then re-emerged in 
1958, when it was smuggled into Israel by Syrian Jew Murad Faham, and 
presented to the president of the state, Itzhak Ben-Zvi. On arrival, it was 
found that parts of the codex had been lost. The Aleppo Codex was 
entrusted to the Ben-Zvi Institute and the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.4 

 
The final sentence is simply wrong and the story of the Codex, and the ‘wrong-ness’ of 
that sentence is the core of Friedman’s absolutely fantastic, stunningly brilliant, excitingly 
gripping ‘tale of the book’. 
 
From the very first page to the last Friedman has the reader’s attention by means of 
artistic turns-of-phrase and meticulously researched logical precision. 
 
Part One of Friedman’s ‘page-turner’ opens the door to the Aleppo Codex’s history; a 
history that has more twists and turns, alleys and dead-ends, than any mystery novel one 
can find down at the bookshop.  And Friedman is the consummate story-teller, the 
perfect person, both journalist and lover-of-books to tell it.  He clearly understands how 
to write a story but he also knows what readers wish to know.  Like any good interviewer, 
Friedman seems to anticipate what readers want to ask.  I found myself, whilst reading, 
raising questions to myself which were, to my delight, answered a few pages on. 
 
Part Two further develops the theme and takes the reader into a truly bizarre world 
where deception, confusion, violence, and theft are standard fare.  Considering the fact 
that the Aleppo Codex is a copy of the Bible, that we find it in such a world is even more 
mystifying and ‘mind-blowing’.  The Codex, it seems, had been abandoned as Scripture 
and had become, for many, a relic.  But not simply just any relic- a relic to be revered, 
worshiped, adored, and possessed. 
 
Part Three tells the story of the strangest trial that I have ever heard of.  Up to this point 
in time the ‘James Ossuary’ trial held pride of place in terms of bizarre-ness; but the trial 
over the Aleppo Codex makes that one look normal and sensible. 
 
Part Four and Part Five delve further into the bizarre tale of the Codex and how it came 
to pass that hundreds of pages were lost and though some small percentage of those lost 
leave have been recovered, most are apparently gone forever.  What happened to them?  
One thing is certain, the old wives tale that the Codex was burned and the lost bits 
perished in the inferno is shown to be, conclusively, wrong.   Friedman has the evidence 
all lined up for the interested peruser of his volume. 
 
Part Six, with which the book closes, assembles the shocking evidence in answer to the 
central question- what happened to the Codex?  Since this is such a well told story and in 
many respects the ideal ‘who-dunnit’ for the book-lover; a detective story of the first 
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order, I’ll not say.  I’ll only say, the answer is, from my point of view, both shocking and 
sad. 
 
Matti Friedman has written a volume that everyone who loves books will love.  Rightly 
does he conclude his volume by referring to that brilliant example of the depths of 
bibliophilia, The Name of the Rose.   That tale, brilliant as it is, is surpassed here: because 
here the story is true, and there it is a story which simply exists in the imagination of an 
author.  As we all learned as small children, truth is stranger than fiction. 
 
Anyone, moreover, who loves a detective tale; or anyone who loves mystery; and again, 
anyone who loves to read a finely crafted story will put this book down, having completed 
it, with one simple word on their lips:  wow. 
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